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The Promise &  
Peril of Knowing Together 

Lessons from Farmer Discussion Groups and Schools of Philosophy for Extension Workers, 1934-1946 



 “We have to go back to our very narrow focus…. We have to 
go back to the basics…”  

- County Extension Director 



Land Grant &  
Cooperative Extension Systems 
Land Grant System  

  Public higher education institutions established in 1862 with the 
passage of the Morrill Act (e.g. Michigan State University, Penn 
State University, University of Maryland, etc.) 

Smith-Lever Act 1914 created nationwide system of 
Cooperative Extension (based on earlier models at colleges 
and universities) 
  Partnership between USDA, land grant college/university, local 

community (county or region) 
 Non-formal education  
 Experts providing research-based technical knowledge to solve 

problems 



Cooperative Extension Slogans 
  “Experts for life.” 
  “Your trusted local source of learning for life.” 
  “Experts on tap.” 
  “…puts university knowledge into the hands of people.” 



Dominant Narratives 
Positivist Tradition / Professionalization (Brint 1994, Sullivan 

2005) 
 Application of scientific methods to social problems 
  Social problems can be understood as technical problems 

Public Service Tradition (Peters 2010) 
 Unbiased, disinterested neutrality 
  Strict separation of scholars’ identities and roles as scientists 

from their identities as citizens 
  Provision of scientific knowledge, technical expertise, and 

assistance without trying to persuade 
  Fundamental distinction between expert and “ordinary” citizens 



(One) Counter Narrative 
Public Work (Boyte 2004; Boyte & Nari 1996) 

 Citizens co-create a democratic way of life through public, 
political work 

 Citizens negotiate and work to solve problems 
  Experts and “ordinary” citizens contribute their own forms of 

knowledge and expertise to address public problems 



United States Department of Agriculture 
The New Deal USDA 

 Agricultural Adjustment Administration 
 Rural Electrification Administration 
  Soil Conservation Service   

The USDA’s democratic role 
  Broadening how people understood agricultural issues 
  Looking beyond economics and raised questions about 

democratic processes and outcomes 
  Learning from and with citizens 



Program Study & Discussion 
Discussion Groups  

 Topical issues of importance addressed within small groups in 
communities 

  For farmers and other rural people 
 USDA produced materials to aid discussion 

Schools of Philosophy 
  Four-day programs including lectures and discussions about 

philosophical, cultural, economic, historical influences on 
agriculture 

  Initially for Cooperative Extension professionals; later expanded 
to include other leaders within communities 



Discussion in North Carolina 

 “We have organized what we hope is a permanent discussion 
group in our county…. I don’t think there is anything the 
government could do that would benefit more people than to 
finance a group in at least each county in the U.S. I think this 
work could be done more successfully through our Land 
Grant Colleges!”  

 - J. S. Melvin, Parkersburg, North Carolina, May 31, 1935 











Push Back from Extension Agents 
 “County agents who were responsible for setting up the 
discussion groups in communities and counties were not 
always enthusiastic about this additional project advocated by 
the Department of Agriculture at a time when they were 
already burdened with numerous federal programs. The 
training and experience of the agents did not fit them with 
the necessary tolerance and objectivity for this task; for they 
were accustomed to parceling out a continuous 
supply of "right answers" to immediately pressing 
farm problems and consequently often found it 
difficult to see the practical value of philosophical 
discussion groups” (Baker 1939, p. 85). 



 “…I have always believed that no single specialist or expert, nor any 
single body of scientific knowledge, can ever deal adequately with 
even a relatively small and apparently detached agricultural 
problem. I believe that when, for instance, we have a farm problem 
that seems on the surface to be wholly an economic matter, we may 
safely take it for granted that the economic problem is interwoven 
with factors that are political, sociological, psychological, 
philosophical, and even religious. And we should realize that any 
solution or policy that is decided upon is bound to have effects upon 
human life and conduct that none but philosophy and religion 
openly profess to judge. Economic wisdom alone, therefore, is not 
enough for proper consideration of agricultural problems that by 
common consent are defined as economic problems. We cannot 
escape getting involved in questions of moral, philosophical, and 
spiritual values whenever we touch upon any social 
problem”  (Wilson 1939, p. 218). 



Goals and Impact 

•  Discussion Groups and Schools were opportunities to reflectively 
think about, discuss, and act on public problems.  

•  Programs designed to raise and engage questions about democratic 
life and the role of citizens and experts within a healthy 
democracy. There weren’t answers “in the back of the book.” 

•  3 million rural people participated in discussion groups 
•  USDA produced more the 50 pamphlets and distributed millions 

of copies 
•  Trained tens of thousands in discussion method 
•  122 Schools in which over 50,000 leaders participated  



1939 or 2012? 

•  Complex and wicked problems 

•  Dominant narrative that focuses on technical dimensions of 
issues limiting approaches that acknowledge ethical, moral, 
and/or political questions 

•  Marginalization of citizens and types of knowledge that are 
not quantifiable  



What We Might Apply Today 

•  Deliberative and democratic processes  

•  Include and embrace “ordinary” citizens and experts as co-
creators of (diverse types of) knowledge 

•  Understand complex issues in broader context(s) 
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Thank you 

Questions or comments? 
Timothy J. Shaffer 

tjs279@cornell.edu  


